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The Spy Case: The Fallout 


T HE BLUSTER on Capitol Hill suggests the 
need for a little detachment on the Ames caso 
The Russians are accused of faithlessly trolling 
for American spies. But the trolling was done not in 
some pool of innocents and dupes but inside the 
American intelligence agency and inside its very 
bureau devoted to (1) trolling for spies in the Russian 
intelligence agency and (2) repelling Russian tro lling 
This was a competition among professionals. This time 
Russia apparently won. It is a hard game: Soviets who 
had spied for the United States may have been caught 
and executed on tips supplied by the accused; Aldrich 
Ames must be held to account But an intelligence 
enterprise that is good for the American goose has got 
to be allowed to the Russian gander. This is the world 
as it still is, and Cold War or no, it is the safer for 
effective steps taken to narrow the ambit of unpredict- 
ability in it. 

There is a touch of partisanship in some of the 
Republican growls over the Ames case. It is being 
added to already-gathering doubts over President 
Clinton’s overall Russia policy to make the point that 
he is soft on Russia. But wait a minute. By the 
charges, the accused was recruited on Ronald Rea- 
gan’s watch; three years into George Bush’s watch the 
investigation started; on Bill Clinton’s watch the plug 
was finally pulled. There is no merit in any claim that 
one political party or the other is uniquely vigilant. 
“This case,” says Mr. Clinton, confronting attacks on 


his program of aid for Russia, doesn’t undermine his 
Russia policy. In these limited terms, he’s right, “This 
case runs on its own track. Aid-sponsored projects 
like privatization and denuclearization serve an evident 
American interest. Typically, the administration leaps 
to blame anti-Yeltsin elements for the Ames affair. 
True or not, it’s clear that suspending aid — for 
espionage of a sort that both countries conduct — 
would be taken as a hostile act. There are lesser, 

diplomatic ways to play out this round. 

That doesn’t remove the Clinton Russia policy from 
challenge on other grounds. The policy is not produc- 
ing the intended change in Moscow, and it is losing 
support in Washington, and not only among Republi- 
cans. Republicans are now declaring that the Clinton 
policy is based on a dreamy reliance on the unreliable 
Yeltsin. They should keep in mind that the author of a 
betting-on-Boris policy was George Bush. Still, the 
policy’s frustrations are real. 

Sen. Richard Lugar urges a “rethinking.” Let it 
proceed. The questions: Has the United States impru- 
dently hooked itself to a Russian leader who can 
deliver neither democracy nor economic reform? Is 
there an alternative leadership in sight or alternative 
ways to advance reform? Or is the Russian domestic 
scene so resistant to outside influence, and the transi- 
tion from communism so uncertain, that the United 
States had best retreat from domestic makeover to a 
focus on Moscow’s conduct of foreign affairs? 





